Cross-sectional studies in health care use a descriptive design that allows for identification of factors associated with health, health risks, or health behavior at a moment in time. When is it appropriate to go beyond describing the associated factors? A review of the literature usually informs researchers when to move beyond cross-sectional research.
Publishing Cross-Sectional Studies
Cross-sectional studies in health care use a descriptive design that allows for identification of factors associated with health, health risks, or health behavior at a moment in time. When is it appropriate to go beyond describing the associated factors? A review of the literature usually informs researchers when to move beyond cross-sectional research.
Personal factors associated with problems such as knowledge about the problem or perceptions of susceptibility for the problem are commonly studied. Competence in performing behaviors that promote health may also be key to cross-sectional studies in health behavior research. Some researchers consider perceived barriers such as attitudes toward treatment as well as benefits of a behavior change as influencing factors to improving health. Conceptually, research addressing a single factor associated with a problem is weak, so studies focused solely on knowledge or competence are not sufficient.
Social determinants of health (SDOH) are additional associated factors that contribute to health, health risks, and health behavior problems. SDOH are the conditions in which people live and work and are often controlled for in cross-sectional studies. SDOH are often accounted for by comparing samples with different demographics, housing, or environmental exposures. Ultimately, research identifying the contributions of SDOH can serve as the building block to policy development.
Cross-sectional designs may also be limited by the sample including the size, if it is a convenience versus representative sample. A solution might be examining factors associated with a problem across populations. For example, Chung and Joung (2019) used National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) in the United States and South Korea to compare risk factors associated with adolescents' binge drinking. Researchers found commonalities among risk factors that indicate targets for intervention including cigarette smoking and early smoking initiation, injuries from fighting, depression, and participation in team sports. The YRBS is cross-sectional and is often used for secondary analyses that can add strength to what is already known about health-risk behaviors among adolescents. If the descriptive findings are significant, as indicated in the Chung and Joung study, it may be time to develop and test interventions.
Reporting the limits of cross-sectional studies in manuscripts is crucial. For example, in their study reporting the emotional and behavioral health needs of Hispanic elementary school children in California, Guo and colleagues reported that their study was limited by the cross-sectional design, that is assessing symptoms in one point in time in one charter school. Aside from the design, they reported the lack of parents' assessment of their children's emotional and behavioral problems at home. Finally, the results were limited by lack of information about immigration status that might account for the problems resulting from fear of deportation (Gou, et al., 2019) . Cross-sectional studies are typically less expensive than more robust designs so limiting associated variables may be cost saving strategy.
A common problem in studies with a cross-sectional design is that the study may not build on what is known. Replication is not always warranted. With the vast number of manuscripts submitted for publication, authors should ask themselves, what is the value in publishing repeated studies using cross-sectional design? A literature review of studies addressing the problem highlights the work that is done to date. The review should address gaps in the research and guide the next stage. A common gap in school health research is that evidence is based on cross-sectional studies. New designs engaging a longitudinal approach may be the best approach to ensure that factors associated with health across time are stable if funding is available.
The Journal of School Nursing Editorial Advisory Board suggests authors should ask several questions about the significance of a manuscript reporting results of a study with cross-sectional design:
